



























































































































































class periods. Higher level FE teachers may want to provide more time for 
oral interviews given their students' greater ability to sustain the interview 
and to maintain longer conversations. As for when in the semester to 
conduct oral interviews, it makes sense to have oral interview achievement 
tests at the end of each semester. The culminating FE experience would 
thereby reinforce the emphasis on spoken communication. 
     Student pairing is also important for the success of oral interviews. As 
stated above, students often demonstrate greater ease when interviewed by a 
peer as opposed to a teacher. However, not all student-to-student pairs work 
well. Underhill writes,  "care needs to be taken in pairing learners, strong 
with strong and weak with weak, both for linguistic level and for personality" 
(1987, p. 30). When scheduling a set of oral interviews, the teacher must 
carefully consider personalities that have worked well together on in-class 
activities. Such forethought may prevent an oral interview in which one 
student dominates the session.
Test Content and Marking 
     Once the decision to use the oral interview has been made, the teacher 
must decide on the test content and a means of marking the test. To 
reiterate, the focus of this article is on testing students' achievement—not 
proficiency, diagnosis, or placement. The content of the oral interview 
achievement test and what is marked will, therefore, be dependent upon
120
what spoken English skills are taught and practiced in a particular FE class. 
The oral interview test of spoken achievement should derive its material from 
the teacher's syllabus. Additionally, if certain areas such as follow-up 
questions, gesturing, or providing extra information when answering 
questions have been emphasized in class, they should be weighted 
accordingly in the test's marking. 
     Marking oral interview tests can be challenging. Objective tests such 
as multiple-choice tests are easy to mark (Underhill, 1987, p. 88). Oral tests, 
on the other hand, "require subjective judgement on the part of the marker" 
(Underhill, 1987, p. 88), thus they are more difficult to mark reliably. 
Underhill frames the question of whether to test spoken communication as 
follows: there are, he states, "two solutions  .  .  . one is to avoid subjective tests 
altogether  .  .  . the second is to make the conscious decision that the person-to-
person aspect is so important in testing oral proficiency that it cannot be 
traded away, and to face up to the consequent problems of involving human 
judgement" (1987, p. 89). 
     Obviously spoken English communication tests cannot be reduced to 
the reliability of multiple-choice tests, nor should they be. Steps can be taken, 
however, in marking oral interview tests that increase the reliability of their 
results. First, as mentioned previously, conducting student-to-student oral 
interviews increases the likelihood of better marking. The teacher can 
dedicate his or her attention solely to marking. Second, as a backup to the
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teacher's own marking, a recording can be made of the oral interviews. If the 
teacher is unable to properly mark a given category during the interview, he 
or she may be able to check the recording later. Even better than recording, 
would be two teachers simultaneously marking an oral interview. Underhill 
states, "the most effective way of getting round the central problem of lack of 
reliability is to use more than one assessor" (1987, p. 89). Two or more 
assessors would be ideal, but given the scheduling of FE classes—most 
teachers teaching at the same time—it may not be feasible in the FE program. 
Recording is, therefore, a good alternative. Finally, having a clear marking 
key with a simple point scale facilitates reliable assessment. Having tried a 
variety of point systems, I can attest to the importance of a simple point scale. 
Madsen suggests a point scale in which 2 points are awarded for credit, 1 
point for partial credit, and 0 for no credit (1983, p. 171). By keeping the 
system simple, the teacher does not get bogged down in a complex rating 
scale or  point-awarding system. Points can be awarded quickly and the 
teacher stays focused on the language and behavior of the participants in the 
oral interview. Points are awarded on a marking key. This key will have 
certain language tasks and behaviors clearly defined by the teacher based on 
what has been practiced previously in FE class and how the students have 









































(Note: The teacher marks two keys at once—one for each student in the 
pair.) 
CONCLUSION 
     To conclude, testing achievement in spoken English communication is 
positive for three reasons. First, by providing a measure of what has been 
learned, students can see just how well their speaking skills have improved 
as a result of daily practice. Second, I believe all FE students, including less 
motivated individuals, work harder on daily in-class speaking tasks when 
they know that they will be held verbally accountable for the material. Third, 
oral interviews are not only for student assessment; they also provide the 
teacher a means of assessing his or her own teaching. Focusing on only two 
students at a time allows for a great deal of teacher reflection. In the hustle 
and bustle of regular class sessions, it is hard, if not impossible at times, to 
monitor how effectively you are teaching the spoken language. Watching the 
student-to-student interviews, on the other hand, the teacher more clearly
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sees where progress has been made, and where work needs to be done to 
improve his or her teaching. 
    If you have never felt like the hypothetical teacher referred to in the 
introduction, more power to you. This article is intended for those who have 
given some thought to speaking tests, but have not designed or implemented 
them. It is a general  how-to and an exhortation on the merits of using oral 
interviews to assess achievement in spoken communication. We work hard 
encouraging students and providing them with opportunities to practice the 
spoken language. What we test, then, should mirror what we teach.
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